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SAME OLD, DIFFERENT DAY
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IT WAS THE same old crap, just a different day. Deadlines. Midterms. Coffee that tasted like burnt regret and stress-induced insomnia. I sat in my room, fingers tapping the edge of my desk, going over my notes for the hundredth time. I wanted to be prepared for my midterm this time—not cram everything the night before. It was in a week, and sure as damn hell I wasn’t going to fail this one. Again.

As I cursed and looked over my notes, panic struck. How the hell was I going to memorize all this crap for physics? Dr. Sheffield’s exams were like the trauma ward in a hospital—we either failed or left with psychological damage.

It wasn’t until I was deeply immersed in my studies for about two hours that my phone buzzed.

Nathan. 

Said he and Chase were on their way to pick me up.

Just like that.

My brothers—Nathan, twenty-eight, three years older than me, the responsible one with the permanent scowl.

Chase, twenty-two, the prankster with a puppy-dog heart who somehow got away with everything.

Nathan called. No warning. No apology. No “Hey, how’ve you been the last three years since we shattered what was left of our family?”

I stared at the screen, thumb hovering over the answer icon. My chest was tight. I didn’t know if I should pick up. I didn’t know if I wanted to.  I hadn’t seen them since the fight.

Since the night Nathan told me I was a burden. That I always had been. And I told him he didn’t know how to love anyone who didn’t agree with him. 

He threw a chair. 

I threw a glass. 

Chase stepped in between us, left bleeding—his palm sliced open from grabbing the broken shards, like he could somehow glue us back together.

That was the last time the three of us shared a room.

We weren’t always like that.

Nathan used to help me with school projects. He used to pick me up from class in his old red Chevy—the one with the rusted tailgate and the broken hatch. The first truck he ever bought himself when he was eighteen. He was bossy, yeah, but back then it meant he cared. Chase was the glue—always pulling some dumb prank, telling a story that made us laugh so hard our sides ached.

But things changed. Nathan started calling me “too sensitive.” I started calling him controlling. And suddenly, our fights weren’t just about chores or curfews anymore.

They were about who we’d become.

Now he was coming to pick me up. Just like that.

And something about it felt wrong.

Nathan and I were born to butt heads.

Him with his my way or the highway attitude. Me? Too stubborn to let it slide. We could argue about anything.

And we did. For years. Four years of fighting about everything and nothing. Come to think of it, the arguments really started when I left college and moved across the country for university.

Chase was always in the middle—the buffer, the clown, the guy who cracked a joke when things got too heated. The one who made it easier to stay. But even Chase couldn’t fix it last time. Some fights don’t end. They just fester. Grow teeth. Bleed under the surface. 

That fight split us apart. 

We used to be so close—like siblings should be.  Nathan, the protector. Chase, the prankster with the purest heart. And me... stubborn, but kind. When the mood was right. When I didn’t have to defend myself.

I wasn’t sure why I said yes. Maybe because enough time had passed that I missed them. Maybe because I hated the way the silence between us had stretched so long, it started to feel permanent. Or maybe... I wanted to know if we could survive the same space without breaking all over again.

When Nathan called, his voice carried a thread of something I hadn’t heard in a long time. Regret. Or something close enough to pretend.

“Tess, come on. Just the three of us. Like old times. Out on the open road, staying in motels, swimming in lakes. The family cabin east of New Hampshire—you remember?”

Yeah, I remembered. Mom and Dad used to take us there every summer to see our grandparents. We had a small, rounded lake behind the property. It was perfect. Back before we all got so good at pretending everything was fine. 

I wanted to believe him. Wanted to believe it was about mending things. But Nathan didn’t do apologies—he did resets. Just moved on like nothing happened. Maybe this trip was his version of one. I let out a long breath as I tossed the last of my clothes into a duffle bag. Nathan said the trip would be a week-long drive through the countryside. 

So, I prepared. 

Flashlights. Survival gear. My hunting knife. Clothes. First aid kit. Everything I’d need... just in case this trip turned into something else. Yeah, I was always the prepared one.

The knock at the door came ten minutes later.

I opened it to find Chase smiling, hands shoved deep in his jacket pockets, and Nathan leaning against the hood of his car, arms crossed like he owned the street, a smirk playing at his lips. Either he was happy to see me, or still pissed off and too stubborn to admit it.

Probably both.

“Hey, stranger,” Chase said, his grin warm and easy. 

He picked me up and hugged me tight.

I laughed, ruffling his messy hair. He never brushed it—it was either messy or... messy.

“Chasters, what’s up, bitch?” I grinned as he put me down. Chase laughed, grabbing me into another hug before dragging me out the door.

I pushed him away, locking the door behind me and tossing my bag over my shoulder. Chase snagged the bag from me and jogged back to Nathan. I followed, catching Nathan’s eye as he moved from the hood of his car. He stood in front of me, arms crossed.

My gaze drifted to the car. He always had good taste.

Nathan’s ride was a mint condition early ‘80s Plymouth—a time capsule on four wheels. The paint was a deep, glossy brown with just the right hit of sun-kissed metallic, and the chrome gleamed like he’d polished it with a toothbrush.

Not a scratch. Not a dent. Not even a fingerprint. 

The interior was probably just as immaculate—vinyl bench seats, manual everything, and that signature old-car smell: oil, leather, and pride.

It wasn’t cool. It wasn’t fast.

But it was Nathan.

Reliable. Stubborn. And impossible to ignore.

He caught me staring and raised an eyebrow.

“You ready or what?” he asked.

“Sure,” I said, my gaze sharp. “Let’s go see how long it takes for us to kill each other.”

There was a beat—a flicker in his eyes like he wanted to say something more. An apology, maybe. A white flag. Something.

But he didn’t.

Same old Nathan.

I smiled faintly, half-reaching for a hug, just to test the waters, see if maybe—just maybe—we were past it.

But he sidestepped me, moving around to the driver’s side. The second rejection of the day. The first was his call. I let out a soft groan and playfully shoved Chase as we wrestled for the passenger seat.

“Back seat this time,” he said with a smirk.

I rolled my eyes, letting him win as I slid into the back.

Nathan’s half-smile was all too familiar.

“We’ll see who cracks first.”

And with that, the doors locked. The road opened. And whatever this trip was going to become... had already started.
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As we pulled away, I watched the city disappear behind us—brick buildings, streetlights, familiar sidewalks.

Everything known and predictable faded into the rearview. They gave way to open roads and quiet shadows. 

I leaned forward, resting my arms on the front seats. 

“Chasters, what’s up? I haven’t seen you in forever,” I said, focusing on him. Nathan wouldn’t humor me, but Chase always did. He was the peacekeeper. My buffer. My way in.

Chase grinned. “You’re looking at a junior journeyman mechanic. Certified and everything.”

I laughed, ruffling his hair again. 

“You fix cars now? Wow. Takes a bitch to know a bitch, huh? Well, I guess if we get stranded, I shouldn’t worry.” 

He swatted my hands away, laughing. 

“I’m leaving you on the road if you keep running your mouth, Tess.”

“You’d miss me too much.”

“Debatable,” he said, but he winked. 

I chuckled, but the weight in my chest didn’t ease. I leaned back into the seat. 

Nathan stayed silent, his eyes locked on the road ahead—but I caught the edge of a smirk on his face. Some things didn’t change. And maybe—just maybe—some things still could. If we didn’t screw it up. Again.

We drove into the night, the countryside rolling past in shadows and streaks of fading light. Trees blurred into black shapes. The radio buzzed faint static. 

It took us nearly two hours to get through Massachusetts and out to the stretch of highway that led to Route 47.

Route 47 was the turnoff we needed—the old mill highway that ran south and eventually connected to Highway 10, the long road that cut through the wilderness and led all the way out to the Adirondacks where our grandparents’ cabin sat.

A full three-day drive from where we started.

The hum of the tires became its own kind of silence.

The tension sat between me and Nathan like an extra passenger—silent, but heavy. Chase did his best to keep things light, telling stories, asking about school, making jokes. But the cracks showed.

“So, this trip, Nathan? Is it to our grandparents’ cabin? That’s like a two-day drive. Are we staying there all week? It would be so fun,” I said, trying to break through his tough exterior. 

Nathan tilted his head, his gaze cold. 

“Yeah, that’s where we’re going. But I thought I’d take the scenic route. A long drive through the countryside. Endless highways before we reach the cabin.”

I didn’t like the way he said “endless.” 

It had been a tense six-hour drive—six hours of silence from him. I smiled, leaning forward. 

“You do realize I let bygones be bygones, right?” I left the door open. 

Even cracked it.

The subtle hint of the past hung heavy in my words.

Nathan’s hands tightened on the wheel. “I didn’t ask you to,” he muttered.

Strike one.

The fuel light flashed.

“Genius, didn’t you fill it?” I said, rolling my eyes and throwing my hands into the air.

“I did, Tess. This is an old car. Give me a break,” he muttered, guiding the car carefully toward the next exit.

It wasn’t long before we pulled into a gas station. One of those old, forgotten places that looked like it hadn’t seen fresh paint in years. The lights flickered overhead like they hadn’t been changed since the 90s. The kind of place where the air smelled like oil and rust...

...and where no one would hear you scream.

The station sat just off the highway before the entrance to Route 47, one of the last stops before the road disappeared into the woods. A relic of its time somehow still open, still running for the few drivers who passed through this part of the country.

Nathan got out first, stretching with a grunt, as if the weight of this trip pressed down on him. 

I watched him from the window, my jaw tight, old arguments echoing in the back of my mind.

Chase nudged me, his eyes soft.

“He’s trying,” he said, like it meant something. 

Like it mattered. Like trying erased history.

“He’s still Nathan. But he didn’t have to call you. And he sure as hell didn’t have to plan this whole trip.” 

Maybe not. But effort doesn’t always mean intention. And I didn’t trust his reasons. But a small, stupid part of me wanted to.

After a few moments, Chase left the car and I followed them inside, wandering the narrow aisles. Dust clung to the shelves like the place hadn’t been touched in years. Even the snacks looked suspiciously expired. That’s when I saw Nathan at the counter, holding up a box with a grin that didn’t reach his eyes.

I rolled my eyes. Great. More useless crap.

“What’s that?” I asked, suspicion already curling in my chest like smoke. Nathan looked at me, smirking as he handed the cashier his card before I could pay for my items. He tapped the box. 

“CB radio,” he said, like it was obvious. 

“Thought it’d be fun.”

“Fun? To do what? Play trucker bingo?” I crossed my arms, my glare sharp. He chuckled, but it was tight. Forced.

“Nah, just figured we could mess around. Relive the old days. Get some laughs.”

“You mean mess with people,” I shot back.

“Come on, Tessa. Lighten up. It’s a joke.”

“Yeah, well, not everyone likes your jokes.”

The air crackled between us, sharp and brittle. And for a second, I thought he was going to snap. Say something awful. Say something real. But Chase stepped in, hands raised like a white flag.

“It’s just for fun, Tess. No harm.”

I rolled my eyes, following them back to the car. Chase took the box, eagerly starting to install it where the old radio used to be. But my gut twisted. CB radios weren’t funny. Not to me. Not in the middle of nowhere. Something about it felt wrong. Too easy. Too much like tempting fate.

“This is a bad idea,” I muttered.

Nathan glanced at me, that same cocky grin on his face. 

“What’s the worst that could happen?”

I didn’t have an answer. But the silence that followed? That felt like one. And it wasn’t good.

We got back on the road, the tires humming steadily beneath us, the shadows of the countryside stretching longer as the sun dipped low behind the trees. It felt like the dark was following us. Chase finished fiddling with the CB radio, clearly proud of his work, even if it didn’t do anything yet.

“Alright,” Chase said, twisting in his seat to look at me. “You remember our road trip game?”

I smirked. “Two truths and a lie?”

“Bingo. Let’s go.”

Nathan groaned from the driver’s seat. “Seriously? That game again?”

“It’s tradition,” Chase replied with a shrug, grinning at me. 

“Tessa, you start.”

I leaned forward, resting my chin on the back of his seat. “Alright, here we go: One—I once made out with Jake Morgan behind the bleachers in eleventh grade. Two—I failed my first driver’s test because I hit a mailbox. Three—I love pickles.”

Chase made a face. “You hate pickles. That’s the lie.”

I snapped my fingers. “Damn it. Too easy.” Chase chuckled. “Your turn, genius.” 

He cracked his knuckles like he was preparing for battle. 

“Okay. One—I almost joined the army after high school. Two—I had a thing for your best friend Brittany. Three—I once crashed Dad’s old truck into a ditch.”

I gasped. “Wait, what?! You did not have a thing for Brittany.”

“Wrong,” Chase said smugly. “That was true. She had a nose ring and she called me ‘dude’ all the time—it was so hot.”

I gagged. “Chase. Ew.”

“The truck was a lie. Never crashed it. That was all Nathan.” Nathan sighed audibly. 

“Are we done now?”

Chase glanced at him, his grin fading a little. “Come on, man. Lighten up. It’s just for fun.”

“I’m driving,” Nathan muttered. “Try not to distract the guy keeping us alive on the highway.”

I rolled my eyes and leaned back in my seat, but not before catching Chase’s expression—disappointed, but not surprised. He shrugged it off quickly, throwing me a wink.

“Alright, Tess” he said. “Truth circle, just us then. No lying allowed. You in?” I hesitated. 

Truth was always a loaded weapon with us. “You go first.”

He thought for a moment, then asked, “Do you miss us?” 

The question hung in the air like fog. 

Nathan didn’t flinch, but I saw his hands tighten on the wheel. I looked down at my lap.

“Every day,” I said quietly. “Even when I didn’t want to.” Chase nodded. “Me too.” He turned, glancing at Nathan. “What about you?”

“Eyes on the road,” Nathan replied, his voice stiff. Chase let out a soft sigh. “Alright. That’s enough truth for now.” 

I didn’t say anything. But I reached forward and grabbed one of the sodas we’d picked up, handing it silently to Nathan.

He took it without looking, cracked the can, and muttered, “Thanks.” It wasn’t an apology. Not even close. But it was the first olive branch in three years. And for now, that had to be enough.

––––––––
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As the hours passed, we sat in silence. 

Like, no joke—that unsettling kind of silence. The kind that makes your ears ring and your thoughts sound too loud. The kind that felt like it could shift the very void.

I rolled my eyes, leaned forward, and rested my chin on the back of Chase’s seat, ruffling his hair.

“You’re getting shaggy. You’ll start looking like one of those mop dogs,” I teased.

He chuckled and swatted my hand away. “Thanks, Tess. I was going for the shaggy homeless poet look.”

I rolled my eyes again. “Ever heard of a brush? You know, the kind with thick bristles?” I said, miming the motion with my hands.

He slapped the dashboard and laughed. 

“Nah, never used one. This is the good ol’ ‘do nothing and hope for the best’ hairstyle. You like?” He turned sideways in his seat to face me fully. Nathan rolled his eyes and mumbled under his breath, “Wow.”

I looked at Nathan for a second, then smirked and tossed a jab at Chase. “You’re not getting laid with hair like that. And your shirt’s buttoned wrong. Remind me again—who the hell hired you?”

Chase bit his lip, glanced down, and began fixing his shirt. I could see it—he was loading a comeback like a slingshot. Maybe he’d call me a bitch. I could see it bubbling.

I smirked, waiting for the blow.

He finished rebuttoning, then looked up with a wicked grin.

“Remind me again—who raised you? Oh right, the same people who looked at that face and said, ‘Let’s keep it.’”

The car went silent for a split second— 

Then exploded with laughter. Even Nathan choked on his drink, nodding as he laughed.

“I agree with that. Seriously, Mom and Dad—wow. What were they thinking?” Nathan muttered, tapping the steering wheel like he was scoring points.

I folded my arms and glared at him through the rearview mirror.

He caught my expression and chuckled. 

“Jeez, Tess. I thought you could handle a joke. Looks like you’re about to blow a fuse.” 

I lifted my eyebrows. 

“No, no. I’m pretty sure that’s what Mom and Dad thought of you. ‘Let’s keep it,’ yeah sure! Hey, Chase—didn’t we always say Nathan was adopted?”

That shut him up. For a second.

His smirk returned, and I could practically hear the gears grinding in that smug brain of his. Which should’ve been my first red flag. Without a word, he reached for the CB radio mounted on the dash.

“Hello,” he said into the receiver, drawing out the word dramatically, “if anyone’s out there, I just want you to know... my sister is a little bitch—”

“Nathan!” I shrieked, lunging forward, trying to snatch the receiver from his hand. 

“Over the airwaves? What if someone is actually listening?!”

He laughed and waved me off. 

“Calm down. There’s no channels on yet. I didn’t even turn the dial—look, it’s still scrolling a message that says, ‘Turn the dial for channels.’ Chill, Tess.”

I smacked the back of his seat. 

“You’re such an ass—”

—KRRRRSHH—

A burst of static snapped through the speakers, cutting me off. Instant silence. The kind that drops like a trapdoor.

Then a voice crackled in—low, gravelly, distorted:

“...that’s not very nice. Who’s that sweet sister of yours there, boy... that you feel the need to call a bitch on the airwaves?”

Silence fell in the car. 

Total. Silence.

Chase turned slowly in his seat to face Nathan, his expression a mix of what the hell and did we just hear that right?

Nathan’s hand hovered over the radio, all color draining from his face.

Chase turned to look at me, wide-eyed.

“Please tell me you said that.”

I shook my head slowly.

“Nope.”

Nathan swallowed hard.

“...okay, so maybe the dial moved.”

None of us laughed.

We pulled over fast—gravel kicking up as Nathan yanked the wheel to the shoulder. The CB had just crackled to life. A voice came through—gruff, deep, worn like desert roads, old whiskey, and bad intentions. He sounded like he was from out West. The kind of voice that carried weight. 

Too much weight.

Nathan’s hand hovered near the receiver like it had turned red-hot. He glanced back at us, eyes uncertain. The last time I saw that look on him, we ended up at a hospital.

“Do we answer him?” he asked, his voice low.

“Hell no,” I snapped. 

“This is your fault for buying that stupid thing. Just apologize for being an idiot and shut it off.”

Chase shifted in his seat, glancing between us, tension thick in the cab. But of course, Nathan lifted the mic. Because what’s a red flag to a man like him? A challenge.

“Hey, sorry, man,” he said. “We were just messing around, playing this game—two truths and a lie. No harm meant, right?”

I winced. “Why would you tell him that?” I muttered.

We all stared at the CB, waiting. 

Then—crackling.

“Don’t apologize to me, son,” the man’s voice growled back, sharper now. “Apologize to that sister of yours. Wasn’t very nice callin’ her a bitch, now was it?”

Nathan’s jaw tightened.

He pressed the button again.

“Yeah. Fine. Sorry, sis.”

He didn’t look at me. 

Didn’t use my name.

Just threw it out there like a cold apology on autopilot. A forced sorry is just a lie with punctuation.

“Fine,” the trucker said. 

Then static. Long, empty static.

Nathan exhaled sharply and shoved the receiver back into its cradle. He muttered something under his breath and opened his door. Chase followed.

I rolled my eyes and opened mine.

“What, you two chickening out or something? Can we get back on the damn road before your CB boyfriend gets lonely?”

Nathan turned toward Chase, hands raised in mock surrender.

“Yeah, yeah—I’ll take it out. Chill.”

“Take it out?” Chase snapped. “You just made us a blip on some psycho trucker’s radar and now you’re chill?”

“It was a joke, Chase! A twenty-dollar joke from a gas station.”

“Which is exactly the problem,” Chase shot back. “Not everything has to be a game with you.”

Their voices rose—sharp edges slicing through the desert air. I stepped between them, holding up a hand.

“Enough.”

Nathan’s eyes flicked to me. 

Something cold and old and angry burned behind them.

“You gonna play peacekeeper again, Tess?” he said. “Just like last time?” 

That hit. Harder than I wanted to admit. My mouth opened, but nothing came out at first. 

“Don’t,” I warned. “This isn’t about that.”

“Isn’t it?” he said, voice low. “Maybe we never finished that fight, and now you’re just hoping we forget.”

Chase backed off slightly.

I stood straighter, swallowing the heat in my chest.

“You think you can drop that on me out here? Middle of nowhere?”

“Middle of nowhere’s the perfect place,” Nathan shot back.

I took a step closer. “You really wanna do this now?”

Before I could spit fire back at him, the CB crackled again.

Static first. Then a voice.

“Still fighting, huh? Sibling drama’s my favorite.”

We froze.

Nathan bent forward through his open door and grabbed the receiver.

“What is it you want? I already apologized. Now move along,” he snapped, his voice tight.

I folded my arms and glared at him.

“Real smooth, Nathan. So smart. Let’s just antagonize the creep in the radio next time, yeah?”

“Nah, I love sibling drama,” the voice drawled. “It’s entertaining. By the way... why’d you buy the CB? Trucker bingo?”

He chuckled. Then let out a long, low breath. The kind that felt like it passed right through your spine.

“Fuck off, man,” Nathan growled, twisting the dial until it clicked off.

But the static didn’t stop.
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NATHAN SLAMMED the car door shut with just a little too much force. I stood outside mine, arms folded tight, my jaw clenched so hard it ached. The CB radio was still sitting there inside the dash, like a ticking bomb.

“Take out the goddamn CB,” I said, my voice low and lethal. “Right now, Nathan. Or so help me god, I will fucking walk back to the city.”

He didn’t move.

Didn’t even look at me.

Of course he didn’t.

That stubborn jaw flexed as he bit his tongue, probably counting backward in his head so he didn’t explode.

But he did anyway.

“Then maybe you should,” he snapped. “You’ve been running your whole life anyway—why stop now?”

My chest tightened like I’d taken a punch.

Chase froze, halfway between the doors, eyes wide.

“Enough!” he barked, stepping forward. “That’s it. I’m taking it out.”

He marched around the front of the car and yanked open the passenger side, leaning in to fiddle with the dash. Nathan and I stood on opposite sides of the car, fuming, breathing hard, rage humming between us like static.

Then— 

—KRRRRSHH—

The CB crackled to life again.

A voice slithered out—calm, gravelly, too damn casual.

“How about we play a game?” it said. “Two truths and a lie. I like that idea...”

Nathan opened his door and shifted into his seat. Chase’s hands hovered near the CB radio, his face pale, expressionless, eyes locked on the dash like it might bite him.

“I told you to fuck off, man,” Nathan growled, pressing the button on the receiver.

The trucker chuckled—a low, calculated sound that slithered through the speakers. I threw my hands into the air and yanked open the back door. Climbed in. Slammed it behind me with enough force to rattle the windows. Then I reached forward and snatched the receiver out of Nathan’s hand.

He turned fast, scowling. “TESSA!” he barked, like I was the problem.

I didn’t care.

“Look, we’re done playing games,” I snapped into the mic. “Now fuck off—we’re throwing away this stupid CB—”

But I didn’t get to finish.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you, sweetheart,” the trucker’s voice drawled.

“We haven’t played two truths and a lie yet. I’m dying to play a round...”

I froze.

Then threw the receiver into the front seat. It bounced off the console, the coiled cord swinging wildly like it was trying to snap back.

“Remove it. NOW!” I barked at Chase, heart pounding. I sank back in my seat, arms crossed, every muscle in my body coiled tight.

The radio hissed.

“Remove the CB... and trouble will follow. Yeah, kids... you either play, or I find where you are—”

Chase ripped the receiver from the dash. Wires tore, metal popped, and the trucker’s voice cut off mid-sentence. He stared at it for a second—then chucked it into the back seat next to me without a word.

We all sat in silence.

No one moved. 

No one breathed.

Outside the windows, the world was too quiet. And inside the car... it felt like something was watching.

I stared at the radio lying on the seat next to me, the wires still frayed like torn veins. “Are we going to sit on the shoulder all night or wait for someone to plow into us?” I said, my voice tight. “Night’s coming.”

Nathan shifted in his seat and looked at me. Just stared.

“I thought you were gonna walk back to the city,” he muttered, like it was some clever jab.

Chase rolled his eyes. Shook his head. He was more than annoyed—he was pissed. But Nathan never let anything go. Ever.

“Just drive, Nathan,” I snapped. I was wound so tight it felt like my skin was too small for my body.

I leaned forward, flicked on the heater dial without asking. The air kicked on with a low hiss. Nathan said nothing as he shifted the gear and pulled back onto the road.

“Fine,” he muttered.

“Fine,” Chase echoed, just as bitter, shifting in his seat like he was physically trying to escape the tension.

The car fell into a deep, pulsing silence. No one said anything. Nothing but the hum of the engine and the crackling heat blowing from the vents.

We were three miles out when Nathan finally spoke.

“I’m pulling into that motel up ahead. There’s a restaurant there. I’m starving.”

His voice was sharp. 

Final. 

Like we were all supposed to just agree. 

“Fine,” I said again, still staring out the window like it was going to save me.

“We should get a room,” Chase added, his voice more measured. “It’s almost midnight. Tomorrow’s gonna take another four hours at least before we reach the next town.”

He reached into the glove compartment and pulled out a folded road map, spreading it open across his lap. Nathan glanced at it, then scoffed—and slapped his hand across the paper. “I know where we’re going. Why’d you bring that ridiculous thing anyway?”

Chase rolled his eyes, lifting the now-crumpled map off his knees. “Because I don’t trust your instinct,” he said, his tone calm but barbed.

He ran a finger along one of the red lines he’d marked. 

Probably planned it out before Nathan even decided to fake this whole trip as some family reunion.

––––––––
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As we pulled into the gravel lot of the motel, the Route 47 sign came into view just beyond the entrance, marking the start of the road that would take us south before the turnoff toward Highway 10. The flickering neon sign of the attached restaurant blinked like it had a stutter, buzzing faintly in the dark.

The place looked like the kind of stop truckers, bikers, and stragglers wandered into and never quite left. The kind of place with greasy food, questionable bathrooms, and a parking lot full of tired vehicles that had seen too many miles.

Nathan parked near the front. He glanced over at me, like he was about to say something. But I didn’t meet his gaze. I opened the door and stepped out.

“Nathan, really?” Chase muttered from the passenger seat. 

“Can’t you and Tess just get along for one day? Maybe—wild idea—even the whole week?”

Nathan didn’t reply. 

Chase gave him a sharp look before opening his own door and stepping out.

Chase jogged up to me and threw a light, fake punch at my shoulder. I narrowed my eyes at him, but he kept bouncing on his feet like a featherweight boxer.

“Careful,” I said. “You really want to get punched tonight, huh?”

He grinned, hopping around me in circles, hands up.

“Ladies and gentlemen! Introducing your three-time reigning champ—undefeated, unstoppable, the one, the only... Chase ‘The Thunder’ Kincaid!”

I snorted. “Heavyweight champion of what, exactly? You’re so thin you could pass for a swimsuit model.”

Chase gasped dramatically. “Excuse me—I am the champion... of beating up my older sister!”

He didn’t get the words out before I grabbed him into a headlock and dragged him toward the restaurant door.

“Say it!” I growled playfully, yanking him down a little tighter. “Say what?” he choked, laughing. “Fine, I give! Jeez, Tess!”

Nathan groaned and beat us to the door, pulling it open with an exaggerated sigh.

“Can you not?” he muttered. “You’re giving people a show.”

I shoved Chase inside just as he staggered upright, ruffling his hair back into its usual mess. I folded my arms, victorious.

We definitely turned a few heads.

A group of truckers and what looked like two legit bikers sat near the front, forks mid-air, eyes on us like we were some bizarre roadside sitcom.

“Sorry,” Nathan muttered, throwing his hands up. “They’re children.”

He moved past us and slid onto a barstool at the long counter. A waitress—mid-40s, tired eyes, hair tied in a messy bun—made her way over.

Chase and I followed, a little less rowdy now. 

As we sat down, the waitress slid over three stained, laminated menus.

“No beers at this time of night,” she said, not even looking at us. “And don’t order the chicken.”

She smirked.

A few truckers and bikers at the corner booths let out low chuckles like they knew exactly what she meant.

I glanced at Chase. He narrowed his eyes, suspicious.

“Why not the chicken?” he asked.

She leaned in slightly, dropping her voice like it was a dirty secret—but she wanted everyone to hear it.

“Because Axel doesn’t wash his hands when he handles ‘em,” she said with a laugh, tapping her pen against her notepad. “And I don’t mean he forgets. I mean he refuses. Claims soap ruins the flavor.”

“Jesus Christ,” I muttered.
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